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A Saltpetersjudare – What,
Who Is That?
The need for saltpeter and saltpeter boilers
has been around since the 13th century,
when firearms and guns were first used in
warfare. The production was usually located in the so-called saltpeter barns in the
countryside. Saltpeter boilers produced
saltpeter which was a necessary raw material for the manufacture of black gunpowder (svartkrut).
For the manufacture of black powder,
75 percent saltpeter, 15 percent carbon, and
10 percent sulfur are mixed. To make
charcoal, most often alder wood was used.
Saltpeter occurs by degradation of organic matter in the soil, e.g. fertile land.
Microbiologically, a conversion occurs to
ammonia NH3, nitrates, and nitrites. The
fertile soil that contains saltpeter is where
the soil has become mixed with cattle dung
and other organic matter like straw, bark,
etc. Special saltpeter barns were built
where soil, spillage, and straw were mixed.
After a few years, saltpeter could be extracted by boiling the soil, and the saltpeter
was deposited on the walls of the vessels.
King Gustav I (1523-1560) decided to
make the country self-sufficient in saltpeter
by declaring the Saltpeter soil as regale,
which meant it became the property of the
Crown.
All farmhouse floors on farms were thus
declared as a regale. The peasants were
forbidden to put flagstones on the floors
in the barns, and had to carefully dig
ditches around the fences, so that the soil
would not be leached from rainwater.
In order to get the most out of the socalled fertile soil, and extract the salpetersjudare, (saltpeter boilers) were employed
by the crown. They were exempted from
the ordinary general servant’s duty, freed
from military service, and did not have to
pay mantalspenning (general tax).
Often the saltpeter boilers were itinerant
people, who were not always well looked
on by the peasants.
In the church books the title salpetersjudare is abbreviated to just S.S.
Sweden was divided into seven areas

during the 17th century, which were recruitment areas for sjudare who performed
the boiling. The sjudare were recruited
mainly from among torpare and day-workers, but even the owners of small farms
were represented.
At the most, the sjudare organization
included 1,400 sjudare. For an example,
in 1640, Södermanland and Närke had 16
sjudaredrängar in their own organization.
The country was divided into rotar (like
the military) where each rote comprised 810 farms. The rotar made up a district, and
the districts finally into seven inspector’s
areas that seem to have shifted over time.
The sjudare were all organized in a team
that consisted of a master and 2-4 sjudare
who took care of the actual boiling of the
soil.
The boiling took place within a rote
once per year, which meant that no farm
was visited more often than every six years.
This was the time it took for the soil to
become fertile with saltpeter again.

The boiling season took place between
May and September, during the rest of the
years the sjudare could have other jobs.
The season started around 15 April
when the inspectors were present and the
candiates to be come sjudare were mustered and recorded in the rolls for each district.
These rolls are at the Swedish War Archives (Krigsarkivet, Stockholm) but are
not yet digitized.
This system was abandoned in 1895, but
had not been in use since the early 1800.
The farmers that the sjudare visited had
to feed them and their horses, and also help
to transport their gear and the huge pot for
boiling.
The sjudare were paid 10 riksdaler in
the spring, and in the autumn, and were
required to produce at least 10 Lispund (85
kilos) of saltpeter every year.

The master salpetersjudare and his helpers. (Picture from Jämshög Hembygdsförening, Sweden.)
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